CIVILIZATION   AND   DISEASE

We must now try to find out what effect clothing did and does
have on health. Ornamental scars, tattoos and similar decorations
are not harmful in themselves, but cases are known where the irri-
tation they caused resulted in the development of cancroids and
cancers of the skin. Paint can be a protection of the skin but in cer-
tain cases also an irritant. All customs of dressing that mutilated
or deformed the body obviously had ill effects. The binding of the
feet practised for centuries on Chinese girls made them helpless
cripples, and the emancipation of Chinese women began with
the struggle against this custom. Binding of the feet was never
known to the West, but since small feet were considered an at-
tribute of female beauty in many periods, shoes were frequently
too small and too narrow, with crippling effect on the toes, so that
our ancestors suffered a great deal from corns and ingrown nails.
High heels were once worn by upper-class men and women alike.
Their purpose was to make the wearer appear taller and to give
him a posture and moderate walk that seemed a sign of dignified
grandeur. Men discarded high heels with the French Revolution,
but women still use them, at least for evening wear, in spite of
their inconvenience. Their evil effect is obvious, in that they put
the full body weight, not on the whole foot, but on a very small
part of it.

The Western world did not bind feet, but for centuries it bound
the woman's waist. The corset is a product of the baroque period.
Baroque art broke the noble straight line of the Greek pillar and
replaced it with the spiral column, developing an architecture of
spirals and curves and bulges. The woman's body was subjected
to the same laws that determined the style of the period. With a
mighty hairdress or wig, a painted face, bulging breasts, a narrow
waist and wide skirts made still wider with the advent of the
crinoline, woman looked like a flower vase put on a broad pedestal.
The French Revolution with its Roman ideals liberated women
from the corset, and for two short decades they dressed and looked
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